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NATIONAL IDENTITY CARD 



PRESENTING VIET-NAM 



At the crossrcyads of several great cur- 
rents of humanity, a people of a stri- 
king vitality, in love with liberty, for- 
ged its national spirit and its original 
civilisation through a 4,000-i/ear-old his- 
tory. 




GULF OF 
THAILAND 



PRESENTING VIET-NAM 



Our age is the age of Science. In a few thousand years time, 
archaeologists who make a study of our present, which will then 
have become a distant past, will recognize in the geometrical lines 
of our monuments the care for mathematical rigour which the men 
of our day have made, as it were, their spiritual uniform. In our 
international vocabulary there is one word which recurs more than 
any other : precision. Every morning when it opens its newspaper, 
the public looks for precise information. The tradesman demands 
from his supplier all kinds of exact information regarding the goods 
which will be delivered to him. On all sorts of occasions men have 
to state their age, their affiliations, their nationality, their profes- 
sion, their address, and so on. 

Such being the case with individuals, how much more are 
nations obliged to specify their way of life with meticulous exac- 
titude. This is the purpose of this essay. We shall do our best to 
be as complete as the limited frame of our reference permits us. 
We shall draw up the identity card of the nation of Viet-Nam. 



A little geography. 

Let us begin with a description. The general features are well 
known, and indeed are striking enough to be easily fixed in the 
memory. Between latitudes S'SS and 23°22 North, Viet-Nam covers 
a total area of_330j000 ^quare kilometres. The comparison of these 
two figures gives an idea oFlKe slim and tapering lines of this 
country, 1,200 kilometres from North to South. One can use the 
classic comparison to a gigantic S, or to the no less common simile 
of a bamboo yoke, with Central Viet-Nam supporting the two rice 
baskets of North and South. We must add that, with its 2,350-kilo- 
metre coastline, Viet-Nam has a seaboard almost as long as that of 
France (3,100 kilometres), which gives it a clear vocation and 
which justifies the oft-used phrase « the balcony of the Far East ». 

The elongation of its territory over 15 degrees of latitude gives 
Viet Nam an extremely varied climate, which is increased by the 
diversity of the configuration, both oreographic and hydrographic, 
of the great regions into which it naturally falls. The South is 
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almost entirely an allu yjaLplain, in the centre of which the Mekong 
flows like a wiSTopenhand. In the Centre, on the contrary, a thin 
tongue of land, sparsely irrigated by the veins of small water 
courses, separates the seashore from the long mountain range of 
Truong-Son which runs from North to South,, and whose sum- 
mits, often exceeding 2,600 metres, jut boldly skywards. In the 
North, mountain and plain achieve harmonious balance. Skirt- 
ing the inmiense delta of the Red River, the High Region undulates 
capriciously along the frontier of China, a chalky massif lying 
roughly North-West South-East. 

On this territory lives a population which can only be approxim- 
ately estimated at 23 million souls, for the deliberate separation 
brought about by the negotiators of Geneva prevent the taking 
of any general census of the whole country. An ethnographical map 
of Viet Nam shows clearly the great diversity of its people. The 
area inhabited by the Vietnamese is limited indeed to the Mekong 
Delta, the Red River Delta, and a very narrow coastal strip. A 
distinctly larger area in the interior is criss-crossed by a multitude 
of ethnic groups, the last remaining witnesses of human migrations 
which, in distant periods of pre-history, succeded one another upon 
the soil of what is now Viet Nam. According to their origins, we 
can classify these ethnic minorities into six main groups : the 
Khmers in the South, the Chams in the area of Phanrang and 
Phanri who are related to the Malays, the Mois of Indo-Malayan 
origin who people the entire hinterland of the Centre and the 
plateaux North of Saigon, the Thai, the Man and the Meo whose 
abode is in the high mountains of the North. This is a very 
summary description, of course. Each of these groups is divided 
into an infinity of tribes, many of them quite distinct from one 
another. This is so, for example, in the case of the Man, and even 
more with the mountain people of the South, whom ethnologists 
group under the convenient name of « Pemsiens » (This barbaric 
term is derived from the initials PMSI Populations Montagnardes 
du Sud de I'lndochine) . These varied elements are numerically but 
a small proportion of the population : about 3 to 4 % of the total. 

As for the Vietnamese, who are styled a « pure * race » for 
convenience of language, their origin is still uncertain. It is 
generally admitted that they come from the southern provinces 
of China. If the principle of a permanence in national heredity, 
is admitted, one is obliged to put aside the theory that they are 
distant ancestors of the mountain peoples who came down from 
the high summits to cultivate the delta of the Red River, in view of 
the fact that they congregated, as we have seen above, solely in 
the coastal regions and in the spongy plains of the North and 
South. But is not such a deduction in itself a rash venture ? 



Whatever the truth may be, or whichever theory one supports, 
it can be taken as certain that the Vietnamese race, as it is today 
with its own peculiar characteristics, forms a homogeneous whole, 
the product of the long-past mingling of peoples. It may not be 
possible to make a precise scientific analysis of each constituent 
element : Mongol, Indonesian, Indo-Malay, Melanesian and others, 
but there is no question that the mixture of these elements through 
the course of centuries has resulted in a product which has ethnic 
originality, and which on that basis has just claims to a sentiment 
of authentic nationalism. 



Some historical notes. 

If this nationalism was not the product of geography it would 
be amply justified by history. This history dates from very ancient 
times. When Viet Nam claims a history of several millenia, this 
is not a mere pretentious abuse of language. It is true that the 
dawn of Vietnamese history is lost in legend. But of what other 
country can the same not be said ? The little French boys who 
study the history of their country in their primary schools are 
no better informed of their Gallic ancestors before the arrival of 
Julius Ceasar and his legions than we are of the Giao Chi (1) who 
occupied, more than 40 centuries ago, a southern province of China 
roughly corresponding to North Viet-Nam today. One finds a trace 
of this distant source, the first of which anything is known with 
certainty, in Chinese annals 2,537 years before the Christian era. 
But it is certain that the tribe of the Giao Chi existed well before 
that date. In his Viet Nam past and present, Thai-Van-Kiem 
places the legendary period of Vietnamese history between 2879 
and 258 before the Christian era. But we must come down to the 
year 333 B.C. before we can put the history of our country on 
really solid foundations. This was the date which saw the destruc- 
tion of the old kingdom of the Viet, and the emigration of the 
Viet tribes to the South. 

In the third century before Christ there was the long reign 
of Duong Vuong over the kingdom of Au Lac. After Duong Vuong 
the kingdom took the name of Nam Viet, and the Chinese General 
Trieu Da founded a new dynasty, that of the Trieu, who occupied 
the throne from 207 to 111 B.C. With the fall of this dynasty began 
the interminable struggle of the Vietnamese people against the 
Chinese invaders. 



(1) So called because of the separation of the big toe from the others, 
which was characteristic of this tribe, and is still characteristic of the 
Vietnamese people today. 



1,000 years of occupation. 

Trieu Da himseK was a Chinese. But when he acceded to the 
throne of the kingdom of Nam Viet he was to a certain extent 
naturalized. It seems that his descendants were willingly accepted 
by the people and that the 2nd century B.C., which coincides with 
the history of this dynasty, was a period of relative tranquillity 
for the country. 

But in the year 111 B.C. the Chinese general Lou-Po-To brutally 
seized power in the kingdom of Nam Viet, and with him began 
an occupation of more than 10 centuries. For a description of what 
the Chinese occupation was like, there is a certain piquancy in 
having recourse to a spokesman of the Viet-Cong (Communist 
Viet-Minh) regime, the faithful friends of China. The following 
lines are taken from a brochure by Nguyen Van Dam, he Viet-Nam 
en marche, published in Hanoi in 1955 : 

« When it was hardly formed, the Vietnamese people came 
under the feudal Chinese yoke for ten centuries. During this long 
period, which was interrupted by a series of risings, some of them 
victorious, the Chinese dynasties did their utmost to carry out a 
policy of assimilation. It was a grim regime of colonization, 
characterized by oppression and inhuman exploitation. The people 
were bled white ; they were obliged to supply pearls and precious 
stones, elephants' tusks and rare woods for the Chinese proconsuls, 
Under the T'ang dynasty, when the feudal regime in China reached 
the height of its power, the policy of assimilation was carried out 
in the most systematic way. Hoping to stifle any desire for indepen- 
dance, it transformed Viet-Nam into a protectorate under the name 
of An-Nam Do-Ho-Phu (the protectorate of the pacified South). It 
is from this time that the word Annam (pacified South), a name 
used later by the French colonists and to which the Vietnamese 
have always been opposed because it recalls a period of slavery, 
was first used. Draconian measures were taken. The police 
maintained a harsh control thanks to a centralized organization. 
The foreign rulers and their native lackeys shamelessly took 
possession of the peasants' land. The system of tithes, rents 
and task labour was based on that of China ; the peasant had to 
do 20 days of labour per month or pay 3 meters of silk for each 
day of labour not accomphshed ; each family was obliged to produce 
2 lengths of silk and several meters of other cloth per year. The 
rulers exacted tribute in kind which varied from one district to 
another : Bananas, areca nuts, boa liver (from the region of Giao 
Chau), ebony, incense, silver (from Luc Chau), gold (Dien Chau), 
silk, and peacock feathers (Ai Chau) . Besides this, they trafficked 
in a revolting manner with the ethnic minorities, exchanging a 
bushel of salt for a buffalo or a horse. They organized piratical 
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raids against the neighbouring tribes of Viet-Nam, at the expense 
of the security of the Vietnamese people and their possessions. » 

The resistance. 

The Vietnamese people were not resigned to submit to the 
law of the victor. Crushed by the colossal power of a country 
with an immense superiority of numbers, they never lost con- 
fidence in themselves. Though these thousand years wove a black 
veil of obscurity and effacement over Viet Nam, it was punctuated 
by a long series of revolts and risings which prepared the way 
for the great movement of national liberation in the year 939. 

The best known of these heroic episodes is that of the two 
Trung sisters. In 39 B.C. the Chinese Governor To Dinh had, by 
his cruelties, exasperated the Vietnamese people beyond anything 
which had gone before. Following the assassination of a mandarin 
named Thi Sach, the latter's wife, Trung Trac and her sister Trung 
Nhi called the people to revolt. According to the annals « the two 
ladies within a short time captured 65 citadels and proclaimed 
themselves queens ». Their reign ended in the year 44. Having 
been defeated by the General Ma Vien, the two sisters threw 
themselves into a lake and were drowned. 

Finally after many attempts which were harshly repressed, 
Ngo Quyen, founder of the Ngo dynasty, in 939 won the great 
victory of Bach Dang which annihilated the Chinese fleet and in 
which the commander of the enemy's army and more than half 
his men were slain. 

Independence. 

The Ngo dynasty had only a short existence. Founded in 939, 
it disappeared in 967. The Dinh dynasty which followed it was 
to be even shorter : in 980 it gave way to the early Le dynasty. 
Finally in 1010 the early Ly dynasty appeared and remained in 
power for two centuries. In the 13th century the celebrated 
general Tran Hung Dao won fame by leading the victorious 
resistance of Viet-Nam to the invasion of the Mongols. Three 
times, in 1257, in 1284 and in 1287, the hordes of Koubilai-Khan, 
having conquered China, Korea, India and Persia, were put to 
flight by Vietnamese troops. In 1287, at a river battle again fought 
at Bach Dang, the Mongols were routed. 

Second Chinese occupation. 

The Chinese, however, had not given up the idea of re- 
conquering the rich plains of North Viet-Nam. At the beginning 
of the- 15th century, profiting from domestic troubles caused by 



rival dynasties, they succeeded in re-imposing their domination. 
This second occupation, known as the Minh period, only lasted 
20 years, but was even harsher than the first. The Emperor Le- 
Loi ended it with a series of resounding victories. For an account 
of this sombre period of Vietnamese history we shall once more 
have recourse to the judgement of the Viet-Cong writer Nguyen 
Van Dam : 

« For 20 years », he writes, « the Minh tried to erase the very 
memory of our nationality and practised a methodical obscur- 
antism. Chinese customs were imposed by force ; the women were 
forced to dress themselves and do their hair in the Chinese way. 
All our national treasures, historical, literary and scientific were 
seized and carried away to China. Education underwent system- 
atic restriction ; each sub-prefecture could only have one student 
per year, each Prefecture two students. The best Vietnamese books 
were officially burnt and replaced by Chinese classics accompanied 
by reactionary commentaries. Superstitions were propagated by 
decree ; throughout the land the population was obliged to build 
temples consecrated to the spirits of rivers, mountains, clouds and 
the wind. The number of students in the schools diminished in 
proportion to the increase of fortune tellers and magicians of every 
kind. The whole people was mobilized for work in the gold and 
silver mines, for the profit of the imperial budget of China. The 
mountain peoples had to pay tribute in elephant's tusks, while the 
coastal population dived for pearl oysters to enrich the treasury. 
Taxes on the rice-fields were trebled, and there was forced recruit- 
ing in areas where there were mihtary posts. Women were seized 
and sold in China ». 

A fisherman from Lam-Son named Le-Loi led the resistance. 
After 10 years of struggle he triumphed over the Ming, was 
proclaimed King under the name of Le Thai To, and installed his 
capital in Hanoi, which at that time was called Dong Kinh. Founded 
in 1428, the Le dynasty lasted until 1789. 

The march to the South. 

For a long time the Vietnamese people had to fight simultan- 
eously on two fronts. While its northern frontier was ceaselessly 
menaced by China, they had to try to extend southwards in order 
to increase their vital living space which had become too small for 
a constantly increasing population. Marching south, they came up 
against the Cham people, of Malayan origin, a most brilhant civi- 
hzation, as can be seen from the monuments which still exist today 
near Dalat and Nhatrang. The struggle was hard, for the Chams 
were fierce warriors. It began during the first Chinese occupation 
and was pursued with vigour by our first national dynasties. 
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Following an invasion which brought the Cham forces to the very 
walls of Hanoi, a final punitive expedition, led by King Le Thanh 
Ton, put an end to the kingdom of Champa in 1471. Master of the 
whole of the North and Centre of the country as far as Cape 
Varella, Le Thanh Ton could draw breath. Without an army and 
without resources, the Chams were from now on at his mercy. 

The march to the South was not to end there. Driving back the 
last Chams, Mois and Khmers, the Vietnamese people continued to 
enlarge their territory. In 1611 they reached Song-Cau ; in 1653, 
Phan-Rang and Khanh-Hoa, in 1697 Phan-Thiet and, in 1698, Saigon. 
Finally in 1714 they reached Ha-Tien on the Gulf of Siam, which 
was ceded to them by Chinese emigres. 

Thus, at the beginning of the 18th century, Viet-Nam had more 
or less its present frontiers. But, since the beginning of the 16th 
century, the Le dynasty saw its authority threatened by grave 
rivalries. The whole period between 1527 and 1801 is dominated by 
the struggle for influence between the two great families, the Trinh 
and the Nguyen, who ended up by dividing the territory between 
them. At that time Viet-Nam was already divided into two parts 
by a wall built near 19th parallel. Finally, after the rising of 
the Tay-Son, Nguyen-Anh, with the help of Mgr Pigneau de 
Behaine, recaptured Saigon, and later Hue and Qui-Nhon. In 1802, 
he proclaimed himself emperor in Hue, took the dynastic name of 
Gia-Long, and in the same year occupied Hanoi and restored to 
Viet-Nam its territorial unity. 

The present epoch. 

The history of Viet-Nam from that date to this is well enough 
known to enable us to arrive quickly at the present day. We all 
know the story of how, in 1867, Phan-thanh-Gian committed suicide 
after being obliged, with despair in his heart, to sign the treaty 
which gave the three western provinces of Cochinchina to France. 
In 1883 the Harmand treaty established the French protectorate 
over Annam, inaugurating a new era which was only to end in 
1945. 

We know too how, after the defeat of the Japanese, the Allies 
organized the first partition of our national territory. A long war 
then began which devastated the country for ten years. The whole 
people rose to defend its independence. But this unanimous move- 
ment was unfortunately unorganized. Many patriots were exiled 
or died. Communism, under the mask of nationalism, turned the 
national aspirations to its own profit. France, for her part, sent a 
large expeditionary corps under the orders of General Leclerc. At 
the same time she tried to revive her influence by forming a govern- 
ment subservient to herself in opposition to the Viet-Cong regime, 
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and for this purpose sent for ex-emperor Bao-Dai, who had abdic- 
ated under communist pressure, from Hongkong. Several ministries 
foUoved one another in this way, each striving to assert its autho- 
rity. . Finally, in 1954, there came Dien-Bien-Phu and the Geneva 
Agreement, which once more partitioned Viet-Nam. But, at the 
same time. President Ngo-dinh-Diem arrived in Saigon. A firm 
hand took hold of the reins. Now the country will be governed. 

His first care was to protest strongly against the arbitrary 
decisions of Geneva, which he refused to sign. But being too real- 
istic, when faced by facts, to limit his attitude to one of sterile bad 
temper, he mobilized the resources of the nation to the help of 
the refugees from the North who were fleeing from Communist 
tyranny. The resettlement of a million Vietnamese in a land of 
freedom was the first successful achievement, and not the least, 
of a government which has many others to its credit. 

In 1955 the military defeat of the Binh-Xuyen and the Hoa-Hao 
brought another tyranny to an end, that exercised by the great 
feudal warlords, under the indulgent eye of the Chief of State, over 
the provinces of the South. For order to be restored they had to be 
suppressed. The government also required the disappearance of this 
tottering throne, to which Ftench colonialism had tried to hitch 
itself. On the 23rd of October 1955, by 5,721,735 votes to 63,017, 
the Vietnamese people pronounced unequivocally for the abolition 
of the monarchy. On the 26th of October President Ngo-dinh-Diem 
solemnly proclaimed the creation of the Republic of Viet-Nam, 
which, on that very day, was recognized by France, the United 
States, Great Britain, Australia, Japan, New Zealand, Italy and 
Si am. Their example was soon followed by 40 countries. 

At the beginning of the following year a Constituent Assembly, 
elected by universal suffrage, began work and drew up the first 
Constitution of the young Republic. This Constitution was promulg- 
ated on the 26th of October 1956, and the same day the Legislative 
Assembly of Viet-Nam came into being. 

After 10 years of uncertainty and hesitation the Republic of 
Viet-Nam is today a fully independent State, which possesses de- 
mocratic institutions. The gates of destiny open wide before her. 

The Constitution of 1956. 

The first article of the Constitution of the 26th of October 1956 
stipulates that « Viet-Nam is an independent republic, one and 
indivisible ». Article 2 states that « sovereignty resides in the 
people ». The executive power is entrusted to a President elected 
for 5 years by universal suffrage. He is assisted by a Vice-President 
elected at the same time and for the same term of office. Both 
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President and Vice-President may be re-elected. The legislative 
power rests with a National Assembly elected for 3 years by direct 
universal suffrage. 

The Constitution of the Republic of Viet-Nam comprises 
10 chapters as follows : 

Chapter I Preamble 

Chapter II Rights and Duties of citizens 

Chapter III The President of the Republic 

Chapter IV The National Assembly 

Chapter V The Judges 

Chapter VI The Special Court of Justice 

Chapter VII The National Economic Council 

Chapter VIII The Constitutional Court 

Chapter IX Amendments to the Constitution 

Chapter X General Provisions. 

President Ngo-dinh-Diem, first President of the Republic of 
Viet-Nam, whose mandate began on the 26th of October 1956, will 
perform his high duties until the 30th of April 1961 and may, at 
that date, solicit the renewal of his mandate. The present Vice- 
President is M. Nguyen-ngoc-Tho, whose appointment, by virtue of 
a special clause of the Constitution, was ratified by the Assembly 
in December 1956. 

The National Economic Council, the organization and functi- 
oning of which will be fixed by a later law, is presided over by the 
Vice-President of the Republic. It is composed of personages chosen 
from professional associations in the different branches of activity, 
and its task is to advise on draft laws of an economic character. 

The National Assembly votes the laws and approves inter- 
national agreements and treaties. It sits for two regular sessions, 
not exceeding three months, each year. At the request of the 
President of the Republic or of half the deputies, the Assembly 
may hold exceptional sessions. The meetings of the Assembly are 
public, unless the President of the Republic or half the deputies 
demand that a debate should be held in secret session. 

The President of the Repubhc promulgates the laws voted by 
the Assembly. He concludes treaties and conventions with foreign 
countries and ratifies them with the approval of the Assembly ; with 
the agreement of half the deputies he may declare war and conclude 
treaties of peace. He is the supreme commander of the armed forces, 
nominates ambassadors and makes civil and military appointments. 
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He exercises the right of pardon and may commute or annul penal- 
ties. The President of the Republic communicates with the Assem- 
bly by messages. He may attend the debates of the Assembly. Once 
a year, at the beginning of the second regular parliamentary session, 
he addresses the Assembly a message on the state of the Nation and 
the domestic and foreign policy of the Government. He is assisted 
by Secretaries of State and Under-Secretaries of State, who are 
appointed by him and responsible to him. 



Viet-Nam : Capital Saigon. 

Saigon, the capital of free Viet-Nam, is the seat of the Executive 
and Legislative Powers. The heads of diplomatic missions accredited 
to the President of the Republic also live in Saigon. 

The capital of Viet-Nam is peopled b y 2,000,000 souls. At the 
head of the city administration is a Prefect^ appointed by the Pre- 
sident of the Republic, who is assisted by an elected prefectoral 
Council. The town is divided into several districts, each with its 
elected councillors. 

The President of the Republic has his residence in the Dinh 
Doc Lap (Palace of Independence) . The National Assembly is tem- 
porarily installed in the former municipal theatre while awaiting 
new buildings to be constructed for it. 

The largest commercial port in Viet-Nam, Saigon has also its 
Chamber of Commerce and port installations capable of dealing 
with all requirements of a traffic which, in 1954, totalled 1,745 ships 
entering the port. The airport at Tan-Son-Nhut, in the same period, 
registered 298,630 travellers and 15,450 tons of freight. 

On the eve of the second world war, the population of Saigon 
hardly reached 500,000 persons. But the insecurity of the war years 
caused hundreds of thousands of persons to drift to the city. When 
peace was restored, many of them remained there, having mean- 
while found work. The exodus of refugees from the North, though 
it was mainly directed into the provinces, nevertheless left an 
appreciable number of tradesmen and artisans in the capital, where 
they were more easily able to find work congenial to their tastes 
Lastly the installation of ministries and national services, the crea- 
tion of a modern national army with its general staffs and its ser- 
vices, has swelled beyond measure the mass of officials and military 
personages. 

This enormous influx of humanity naturally raised innumerable 
grave problems. The most difficult has of course been that of 
housing. The acuteness of this problem is such that it exceeds the 
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city administration. The government has been obliged to inter- 
vene, and also the French and American Economic Aid Missions. 
With their help, the Prefecture of Saigon has embarked on a vast 
programme of building over a number of years, with no less a 
purpose than to replace the agglomerations of straw huts by solid 
houses, since the straw houses are far too many in number, con- 
travene the most elementary rules of hygiene, and are an easy prey 
to fire. As regards the latter, at least, the wise policy of the Prefec- 
ture has borne fruit, and fire no longer destroys, as it did too often 
only a few years ago, whole areas of the city. Already a number 
of workers cities have been built in the outskirts of the urban 
periphery. In the centre of the city, in many places, former single- 
storey buildings have given place to taller ones, and in this way 
Saigon becomes daily more modern, eager to continue to deserve 
its reputation of « Pearl of the Far East ». 

The multiplication of motor vehicles has raised another 
problem, the traffic problem. This is one of the major preoccupa- 
tions of the city police. The city administration is attacking it 
resolutely. The strength of the special traffic brigade has been 
increased in such a way as to provide all important crossroads 
with a policeman whose duty is to regulate the flow of vehicles. 
Traffic lights have been placed at points where there is the 
greatest danger of bottle-necks. Above all, the authorities have 
not shrunk from radical measures and the uprooting of trees and 
demolition of houses has permitted a nimiber of streets to be 
widened. Some of these have been promoted at one bound to the 
front rank of main traffic arteries. Thus for example, between the 
Centre of Saigon and the Chinese Quarter, half a dozen broad 
boulevards have recently been opened, which today provide for 
an equable flow of traffic at normal rhythms. 



90% farmers. 

Nature gave Viet-Nam an agricultural vocation. The rich 
muddy land created by the deposits of the Red River and the 
Mekong are admirably suited to the cultivation of rice. Thus the 
population of Viet-Nam is made up of, Rfl .% farmers. South Viet- 
— ^am before the war was one of the main suppliers of rice in the 
world, with an export surplus exceeding a million tons. The greater 
part of this production was in the western provinces : Cantho, 
Soctrang, Travinh, Chaudoc, Mytho, Longxuyen, Cholon, Sadec, 
Rachgia, Bentre, where 77 % of the whole land area was under 
cultivation. For the whole of South Viet-Nam the cultivated 
rice fields covered an area of 2,303,000 hectares and produced 
annually 3,179,000 tons of rice. The war appreciably reduced these 
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figures. The Government is trying to put back into cultivation all 
the land which has lain fallow, and to increase production by 
improving productivity where it is insufficient. 

At the same time two imaginative programmes have been 
launched : one for the modernization of agricultural equipment and 
for the development of hydraulic works, and the other a programme 
of Agrarian Reform. The latter not only aims at increasing national 
production, but also at a more just distribution of income. Since 
1951 the Government of Viet-Nam, aware of the gravity of this 
problem, took measures to provide for the most urgent needs by 
freeing the peasants from the dismal yoke of the usurers. However 
it was only in 1953 that the problem was attacked frontally on a 
national scale, and it is President Ngo-dinh-Diem who has linked 
his name to the first rational programme which has been drawn 
up with a will to achieve results, which is now well on the way 
to realization. 

The task was complex. Before the war, in the South, 6,316 large 
landowners owned estates of an average of 147 hectares, covering 
a total of 45 % of all the land under cultivation ; 65,757 landowners 
had estates of 13 ha 47 on the average ; lastly, 182,991 small farmers 
possessed holdings of not more than 1 ha 42. There were 257 estates 
of more than 500 ha, of which 185 were from 500 to 1,000 ha in 
area and 4 were of more than 4,000 hectares. The basic principle of 
the Agrarian Reform launched by the present Government is the 
limitation of the total area allotted to one landowner. But at the 
same time each landowner is obUged to cultivate the whole of 
the land which he possesses. Lastly the system of rent payment 
has been entirely revised to ensure a just reward for labour or 
capital to everybody. The Land Reform cadres and Land Com- 
missions at all territorial levels ensure the strict application of 
the new legislation which cannot fail to have, within a short time, 
beneficial results for the economy of the country. 

Rice is the main crop cultivated in South Viet-Nam. It is not, 
however, the only crop. Maize, tea, coffee, pepper, oil seeds, and 
garden produce take up a considerable area. A separate place should 
be reserved for sugar cane and above all for coconut trees, whose 
nuts, as well as oil and coprah, are a useful makeweight in the 
balance of trade. v 

But, along with rice, jrubber is the main source of riches in 
Viet-Nam. The hevea plantations cover a total area of nearly 
60,000 ha yielding an annual production of more than 50,000 tons, 
almost all of which is exported. Although the cost of production 
is shghtly higher than that in Malaya, Vietnamese latex is sought 
after by consumers on account of its excellent quality. 
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other natural resources. 

A complete description of the natural resources of Viet-Nam 
would include the riches which lie beneath the soil : the coal of 
the Hongay mines, the tin and wolfram of the High Region 
bordering the China frontier. We merely mention these here. The 
disastrous Geneva Agreements gave the Communist Viet-Minh the 
zone which includes the whole of the rich mines which still remain 
to be prospected. We have limited ourselves in this study to that 
part of the national territory which is today called free Viet-Nam. 

To these aspects of the national economy which we have 
mentioned in so summary a fashion we should add three important 
sources of revenue : s tockbreed ing^orests^ and—fisheries. Viet- 
namese livestock suffered cruellyTnThe war. To revive it is one 
of the chief aims of the Ministry of Agriculture. While importing 
cattle from a number of countries in order to increase the head 
of stock, the Veterinary Service is trying to make a selection of 
breeding strains and to improve breeding techniques. Control 
circuits and model stations have permitted breeders to familiarize 
themselves with modern methods. 

Large areas of Viet-Nam are covered by forest, especially in 
the Centre and over the mountainous plateaux of the South. The 
National Centre for Scientific and Technical Researches (NCSTR) 
has studied more than 100 types of wood in the laboratories 
specially allotted to forestry research. Before the war, there was 
officially controlled exploitation of nearly 700,000 m3 of wood for 
manufacture and more than 2 million cubic metres of firewood. 
The wood is classified according to its commercial use : luxury 
wood, first category wood, 2nd and 3rd category wood, and finally 
unclassified wood. Viet-Nam is rich is luxury wood : mahogany, 
rosewood, ebony, and richly grained and figured woods used in 
cabinet-making : Go do, Dang huong, Cam thi, and Muong, to 
name only the main varieties. Among the woods of the first 
category, renowned for their resistance to the effects of insects 
and their suitability for mechanical treatment, the following are 
produced by South and Central Viet-Nam : kien kien, one of the 
best for boat construction, cam-xe, ca chac, sen, go-mat, which is 
used in the construction of pagodas for making the majestic 
columns, lau-tau, vap, and above all sao, which is particularly sought 
after by the arsenals for every kind of lasting construction work. 

And of course, when talking of the Vietnamese forest, one 
cannot fail to mention the bamboo, which is to be found at the 
centre of the national arms of Viet-Nam as symbol of the robust and 
flexible quality of its people. The ingenuity of Vietnamese 
craftsmen has infinitely multiplied the possible uses of the bamboo, 
which is as serviceable for the construction of sohd buildings as 
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for the most delicate wicker-work. There is certainly no other tree 
of the forest which can be put to such a variety of uses. One has 
only visit a village and look at the first house one comes to, to be 
convinced of this. The male bamboos, the tre with their great 
cylindrical stems, their thick sheath and tough resistant knots, 
are mostly used for the main structure. But the bark, when cut 
into thin slices, is plaited to make the cai-phen for dividing 
partitions, and very often too for parts of the furniture. And, on 
any feast day, the menu will include an appetising stew of bamboo 
shoots of the most delicate flavour. 

The Vietnamese are great eaters of fish and shell-fish. Fishing 
holds a privileged place in the national economy. At present 
fishing — especially sea fishing — is still at the family and small 
craft stage, which does not allow for a full exploitation of the rich 
resources of the waters of Viet-Nam. Off the shores of both South 
and Centre there is a great variety of fish, and more than 300 
varieties have been noted. A small part of this is used for im- 
mediate consumption, but the greater part is kept for salting and 
drying, or for the manufacture of a fish pickle called nuoc-mam 
the seasoning which no Vietnamese meal can be without. 

A National Service of Sea Fishing was created in 1952 with 
the task of raising production to the industrial level. This service 
is at present collecting complete and precise monographs from all 
the provinces which will enable fishing equipment to be distributed 
according to the species which are most plentiful in each district, 
and to make fishing methods more rational. At the same time it 
will facilitate the work of the coastal fisherfolk and increase their 
productivity, while encouraging the creation of equipment societies 
concerned with fishing in the deep seas. 



Industry and crafts. 

Converting industries are still only at an early stage in Viet- 
Nam ; indeed they are hardly more than plans. Here again 
the deplorable consequences of the Geneva Agreements, which 
attributed the industrial areas of the country to the Viet-Minh, 
are to be noted. Under this head free Viet-Nam is clearly at a 
disadvantage as the result of its physical configuration. 

The milling of rice is of course the chief branch of activity in 
this field. Most of the rice-mills, about 100 in all, are concentrated 
in the area around Saigon. Among other industries functioning 
in South Viet-Nam the following may be mentioned : salt-pans, 
sugar refineries, distilleries, breweries and cooling plants, tobacco 
factories, match factories, textiles and chemical goods. 
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For the year 1955 salt production reached 76,660 tons, while 
that of sugar amounted to 7,000 tons. The same year saw the manu- 
facture of 61 million and a half Uters of beer, 85,000 hectoliters of 
alcohol 5,700 tons of cigarettes, 35 million boxes of matches. 

But although the industry of Viet-Nam has hardly started, 
crafts have attained a remarkable development. The main activities 
of this kind are the weaving of cotton and silk, embroidery, lace 
work, basket work, pottery, paper making, net making, rope making, 
and tortoise-shell work. We should also mention the tile and brick 
works, which in some cases have gone beyond the craft stage though 
without yet reaching the scale of industrial production. 



Religions. 

We all know that the Cult of the Ancestors, despite its name, 
is not in itself a religion. It is rather a pious tradition which can 
be fitted into various doctrines and be accommodated to the dogmas 
of various faiths. In fact the Vietnamese, though profoundly reli- 
gious by temperament and tradition, has not, properly speaking, 
a defined religion. The fortunes of his history have made him the 
meeting-place of three metaphysical systems, all of them philo- 
sophic rather thaji dogmatic : Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism. 
The latter in particular is an almost exclusively moral doctrine. 

Only a few years ago the Cult of the Jade Emperor, the Su- 
preme Divinity of Taoism, was complicated by incantations, charms, 
and amulets, from which numerous sorcerers and soothsayers drew 
substantial incomes. These practises are tending to disappear today. 

Vietnamese Taoism, derived from the doctrine of Lao-Tzu, has 
given rise to very varied cults. The veneration of certain national 
heros is connected with it, in temples which had been dedicated to 
them. This is the case with Tran-Hung-Dao, the 13th century con- 
queror of the Mongol armies, whose name was mentioned in the 
historical section of this study. In the suburbs of Saigon, in Gia— 
Dinh, there is^lso a temple to the memory of Marshal Le-van- 
Duyet. Apart from this, prayers and offerings are made to local 
spirits. Thus Taoism has easily become amalgamated with the 
original basis of primitive beliefs. 

Buddhism, on the other hand, is essentially an importedjdogma. 
In the second century, simultaneously, Indian pilgrims and Chinese 
monks introduced it to Viet-Nam. Between 1010 and 1214 the Ly 
dynasty made it a state religion, and the emperors of Viet-Nam, 
in succession, were religious as well as political rulers of the 
country. The original doctrine was due in later times to undergo 
considerable changes, and present-day popular Buddhism is notably 
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different from the initial teaching such as is preserved by tradition 
in Ceylon. In addition to this, purely Vietnamese movements, under 
the pretext of just such a return to fundamental dogma — as in the 
case of the Hoa-Hao Sect, created by the « Mad Bonze » Huynh- 
phu-So — have contributed to the formation of a national Buddhism 
which differs in several respects from orthodox Buddhism. There 
exist moreover in Viet-Nam associations whose aim is to safe-guard 
the traditional faith. However this may be, the Vietnamese Bud- 
dhists habitually display a real piety. The pagodas are numerous. 
Many are of great beauty, and their interior decoration of extreme 
sumptuousness. On feast days the faithful come in great numbers 
to make their devotions with fervour. 

Confucianism is, as we have seen, an essentially moral doctrine. 
Introduced to Viet-Nam at the beginning of the Christian era, it 
provides men with rules for social life and for individual comport- 
ment. The hierarchy laid down by Confucianist doctrine appeared 
to the sovereigns of the national dynasties as a convenient frame- 
work within which to establish their authority and to maintain 
order in the country. We can say that the Vietnamese, whatever his 
religion, whatever indeed the form of his culture, is profoundly 
impregnated with Confucianism. 

Typically Vietnamese is Caodaism, founded at the beginning 
of this century by an official who had a passion for spiritism. The 
Caodaist Cult provides for the adoration of the faithful a Supreme 
Being, Cao-Dai, who is at once the God of Christianity, Buddhism, 
and Taoism. Relations between this Divinity and humanity are 
made by means of a « beaked basket » (corbeille a bee) , which gives 
the Cult the character of spiritism. The founder of the Caodaist 
religion provided it with a complicated ecclesiastical hierarchy, 
based on that of the Roman Church. At the head of the clergy there 
is a Pope, assisted by cardinals. The Pope lives at Tayninh, the holy 
city of Caodaism, where a vast baroque temple is to be found. 
Among the Saints which are revered by faithful Caodaists are to be 
found men as different as Sun Yat Sen, Victor Hugo and the Viet- 
namese Prophet Trang Trinh. There are about one MMMMimillion 
Caodaists in Viet-Nam. Outside the country the new faith had little 
success, and there are only a few thousand adepts beyond the fron- 
tiers of Viet-Nam. 

Finally Christianity, imported at the beginning of the 16th 
century by French and Spanish missionaries, has made rapid pro- 
gress. The catholic community today numbers 2 million faithful 
who, on most occasions, distinguish themselves by a remarkable 
fervour. The number of priests is considerable. Today the catholic 
clergy is almost completely Vietnamese and all the apostolic sees 
are held by Vietnamese bishops. As is well known, one of these 
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bishops is Mgr Ngo-dinh-Thuc, the brother of the President of the 
HepubHc, who is himself a fervent practising catholic. There are 
also several thousand protestants. American priests have in recent 
years undertaken the task of evangelizing the Moi populations of 
the High Plateau, without great success, it would seem. 

An original Civilisation. 

Like most other nations Viet-Nam has been the product of a 
slow amalgam, forged over four thousand years by a mixture of 
the most varied human contributions. In distant times its territory 
-was the meeting-point of two great distinct currents of culture 
coming from the North and from the West, from China and from 
India. Thus was forged an original civilisation which later was 
profoundly influenced, and its personality accentuated, by contact 
"with the West, in particular with France. 

That is a pretty narrow view. The paradox is a fairly widesr 
pread phenomenon in the history of nations. Have we not seen, in 
the recent past, the countries of South America free themselves 
from Spanish and Portugueuse leading-strings, while keeping the 
language and culture of their former masters ? And did not France 
herself take her national upsurge from her conquest by the legions 
of Julius Caesar ? Would anybody say that French culture is the 
servile copy, hardly even reviewed and corrected, of the Roman 
■civilisation, and is therefore lacking in originality ? It would be 
equally unreasonable to maintain that Vietnamese culture is me- 
rely a near imitation of Chinese civilisation. 

Certainly Viet-Nam does not attempt to deny — or disown — 
the decisive contribution of Chinese culture which, over 1000 years 
of occupation, influenced it in a profound and lasting fashion. It is 
certainly true that, during this long period, China succeeded in 
finally eradicating Indian influence, with which the earlier inha- 
bitants of the country, in particular the Chains, had been exclu- 
sively impregnated. However, this influence, before disappearing, 
had already sufficiently penetrated to make a hybrid civiUsation by 
mixtureiwswatbj^iat of China. From these two elements, confronting 
one another in an already lively national spirit, a new civilisation, 
typically and purely Vietnamese, was to arise. The contribution of 
the West moreover, though it arrived late on the scene, was no less 
important. It should not be forgotten that Viet-Nam owes to a mis- 
sionary, the Reverend Father Alexandre de Rhodes, the invention 
of the system of romanised script called the Quoc Ngu, currently 
used today, which is not only the distinctive symbol of Vietnamese 
culture as against Chinese culture, but which represents an unquest- 
ionable advance from the antique ideograms which the Pekin 
Government today wish to abolish. 
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It goes without saying that the Quoc Ngu, by rendering the 
expression of thought much easier, favoured the creation of a 
number of Hterary works, which in their turn have largely contri- 
buted to shaping a truly national culture. 

Once more there is no question of denying the importance of 
the role played by China in the formation of Vietnamese culture. 
It is indeed certain that this role has been preponderant. But, as 
the result of the confluence of these three currents, Indian, Chinese 
and French, Viet-Nam has been able to make a coherent and harm- 
onious amalgam from which a national civilisation of incontestable 
originality has been bom. 

There is no lack of proof that this originality exists. This is 
shown in Vietnamese literature, as well as in the work of Viet- 
namese painters, lacquer-workers, sculptors and architects. The 
limited scope of this study does not permit us to summarize, even 
in the most restricted form, the literary and artistic heritage which 
is Viet-Nam's pride. We cannot, however omit to mention the im- 
mortal national masterpiece of the poet Nguyen-Du, the celebrated 
Kim-Van-Kieu, which has been admired by all foreigners capable 
ol understanding the beauties of the original tongue, and which 
several French translations have caused to be known and appreci- 
ated outside Viet-Nam. There is not one Vietnamese who does not 
know some verses of the Kim-Van-Kieu by heart. The whole nation 
is enamoured of literature. 

Thus we find, at the dawn of a new era of democracy and 
progress, the young Republic of Viet-Nam, heir to a long national 
tradition. The misfortunes, which are the inevitable accompaniment 
of a history whose roots are plunged so deeply in the past, bear 
witness to the vitality of this people which, though peaceful, fiercely 
defends its independence, which loves knowledge, but which also 
loves justice and freedom. All authors who have seriously tried to 
understand this people agree on this point. As a conclusion, we 
may quote a contemporary writer as saying that : 

« What the Vietnamese people remember from this long past — 
and patriotic monarchy which provided a strong organized state 
Viet-Nam lived independent for a thousand years, under a national 
and patriotic monarchy which provided a strong organized state 
capable of safeguarding the independence of the country, even 
against China. They are conscious of being a people full of vitality 
and dynamism, whom history has proved to be superior to all the 
other peoples of Indochina. They are also aware that they belong 
to a civihsation which, except in the technical field, is no whit 
inferior to Western civilisation. And for this past, so full of suffering 
and of strenuous labour, but so full also of glory and liberty, they 
fell a deep nostalgia, in which, confusedly, there glimmers the image 
of the Viet-Nam of the future ». 
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